Last year at Christmas time, The Cloisters presented a small exhibition telling the story of the Wise Men from the East, who, led by a star, came from far-off lands to worship the Child who was God and King. This year the Christmas exhibition at The Cloisters is dedicated to the shepherds of Bethlehem who left their flocks in the fields to give homage to the Saviour, the Good Shepherd who gave his life for his sheep.
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The In the mystery plays it was almost forgotten that the shepherds were supposed to have religious significance. They were real people, peasants from the countryside who told tall tales, sang off tune, and complained about the taxes and their wives. They discussed the weather, which was sometimes good and sometimes bad, and the lot of the shepherd, which was often bad but sometimes good. A wretched life we lead you must allow." Yet even the grumpiest shepherds of England grew lighter of heart after the message of the angel: "Right merry should we be that now's the day The lovely Lord is come who rules for aye. I'd be the happiest man if I could say That I had knelt before that child to pray." And so in the medieval plays the English shepherds and the French shepherds, the shepherds from the Italian hills and the shepherds from the German valleys went to the manger in Bethlehem and knelt before the Child to pray. And as the Magi brought their gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh to Him who was King and God, the shepherds also brought their gifts to a Baby who laughed and cried, who might be cold in the winter weather and who was every bit as poor as they were. In an Umbrian play, the shepherds gave their cloaks because Mary had no clothes for the child and "Joseph cannot help since he is collapsed because of his great old age." In an English play the shepherds gave mittens and a hat.
In the French play by Greban, the first shepherd would not give up his hat, for it was full of holes, nor his shepherd's crook, for he doubted if the Child would want it and he himself had need of it, nor his dog, for who then would turn back his lambs? He would give instead his brand-new flageolet that he had paid two pennies for in the market and that was really worth fourpence. "Nevertheless I wish it were a finer gift, "he added. Other offerings were a rattle, marvelously made, that would go click-clack in the ear and comfort the baby when he cried, a little bell, a pretty top, a tennis ball, a new lamb, a tiny bird, a penny, apples and nuts, and a bunch of cherries. After this incident we hear no more of the shepherds. One must conclude that they continued to abide in the fields, keeping watch over their flocks by night, and that with the blessing of the Virgin Mary and her Son, they came at last to "a right good ending." And if medieval pilgrims are to be believed they were buried together in the church of the Three Shepherds on the very spot where they once had heard the angels sing.
